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The Japanese government announced the “purchase” of Diaoyu Dao islands in 
September this year, causing tension 
in China-Japan relations and attracting 
worldwide attention. Many friends in 
South Africa have asked me about this 
issue, and I think it might be necessary 
to explain a little bit about what has 
happened and what is going on with 
respect to the Diaoyu Dao islands. 
Diaoyu Dao and its affiliated islands 
have been an integral part of China’s 
territory since ancient times. As early as 
in the 14th Century, China discovered 
and named these islands. In the early 
years of the Ming Dynasty (the Dynasty 
started from Year 1368), China placed 
Diaoyu Dao under its coastal defense 
to guard against the invasion of 
Japanese pirates along the southeast 
coast. The Qing court (roughly from 
1662 to 1912) not only incorporated 
the Diaoyu Dao islands into the scope 
of China's coastal defense as the Ming 
court did, but also clearly placed the 
islands under the jurisdiction of the 
local government of Taiwan. Many 
official maps, both Chinese and foreign 
ones, marked Diaoyu Dao as China's 
territory. The book Illustrated Outline 
of the Three Countries written by a 
Japanese called Hayashi Shihei in 1785 
was the earliest Japanese literature to 
mention Diaoyu Dao, identifying the 
islands as Chinese territory.
Japan secretly “included” Diaoyu 
Dao in its territory at the end of the 
Sino-Japanese War of 1894-1895, by 
the time it was clear that the then Qing 
court of China was to lose the war. 
After the Second World War, Diaoyu 
Dao and its affiliated islands were 
returned to China, a winner of the War, 
according to the Cairo Declaration 
and the Potsdam Proclamation. 
However, in 1951, with China being 
excluded, the United States, Japan 
and a number of other countries 
signed the Treaty of Peace (commonly 
known as the Treaty of San Francisco), 
placing the Nansei Islands under the 
United States’ trusteeship, and later, 
arbitrarily expanded the trusteeship 
to include the Diaoyu Dao islands. 
The Chinese government immediately 
issued a statement, declaring the 
Treaty to be illegal and invalid. 
This shows that China has never 
recognised any provision regarding 
China’s territory from the Treaty 
of San Francisco, especially those 
concerning the Diaoyu Dao islands. In 
1971, the Ryukyu Islands and Diaoyu 
Dao were “returned” to Japan by the 
United States, and this triggered strong 
opposition from all the Chinese people, 
including those living in Taiwan. The 
US government was forced to clarify 
that they were only “returning” the 
power of administration which had 
nothing to do with sovereignty of the 
islands. In September this year, the US 
Congress made a report reconfirming 
that “the United States believes that 
a return of administrative rights over 
those islands to Japan can in no way 
prejudice any underlying claims.”
It is a fact that there have been 
disputes between China and Japan 
over the sovereignty of Diaoyu 
Dao and its affiliated islands. This 
was once an obstacle hampering 
the normalisation of China-Japan 
diplomatic relationships in the 1970s. 
At that time, when concluding the 
China-Japanese Treaty of Peace and 
Friendship, the then leaders of the 
two countries, acting in the larger 
interest of China-Japan relations, 
reached an important understanding 
and consensus on "leaving the issue of 
Diaoyu Dao to be resolved later." This 
part of history is well documented. 
Thanks to such understanding and 
consensus, Diaoyu Dao has not been 
a major issue in China-Japan relations 
for 40 years. Cooperation between the 
two countries has been able to develop 
smoothly in different areas. 
However, in recent years, Japan 
has been back-peddling concerning 
its position on the Diaoyu Dao issue. 
It not only denied the fact that there 
have been disputes over sovereignty 
of the islands, but also betrayed the 
understanding and consensus of 
the late leaders. The Japanese side 
deliberately enhanced its so-called “de 
facto control” over the islands, and took 
a set of unilateral actions, including 
naming the islands, landing on them, 
running investigations, revising the 
laws and carrying out inspection tours. 
What they desired was to impose their 
unilateral claim. In particular, since 
the beginning of this year, Japan has 
scaled up its efforts by “purchasing and 
nationalising” the islands despite strong 
protest from the Chinese side. They 
intended to, through these actions, 
change the status quo, enhance their 
“de facto” control and legitimise 
their claims. They attempted to force 
China to take the bitter pill. but this is 
something that the Chinese side will 
never agree to. 
Japan’s “purchase” of the islands 
has not only grossly violated China’s 
territorial sovereignty, but also rejected 
and challenged the outcomes of the 
victory of the World Anti-Fascist War. 
Japan fails to reflect deeply on what 
they did in WWII. The Yasukuni Shrine 
is still enshrining Class A war criminals 
of the Second World War, with many 
high-ranking Japanese government 
officials worshipping them on a 
frequent basis. In recent years, the right-
wingers have been gaining momentum, 
many politicians and political groups 
are even competing with each other 
to see who does better in denying and 
whitewashing their invasions in the 
history of that region. The “purchase” 
of Diaoyu Dao islands is only one 
manifestation of the right-wing shift in 
Japan. Therefore, we should be on high 
alert about what Japan will bring to the 
regional and international landscape 
if it continues on this right wing track, 
further denying its invasion of other 
countries in the past.
The tensions surrounding Diaoyu 
Dao have been stirred up solely by 
the Japanese. This is an action devoid 
of integrity and has violated China’s 
territorial sovereignty. The Chinese 
side has taken a series of resolute 
measures. The future development of 
the issue all depends on how Japan 
corrects its own mistakes. The ball 
is now in their court. The Chinese 
side longs for a stable China-Japan 
relationships; but this never means 
that China will  swallow the bitter pill. 
Japan should not expect that “dilatory 
tactics” can ease the situation. Nor 
should they indulge in the illusion that 
they can occupy the islands.  From the 
Chinese side, we never ask for 
trouble, but we will always confront 
problems. To ease and end the serious 
tension in China-Japan relations, the 
Japanese side must understand reality, 
correct its mistakes and go back to 
negotiations. 
